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ABSTRACT

Advisor: Professor Els de Graauw

The coronavirus pandemic has presented challenges to both the public and private spheres of life.
For public facing staff in nonprofit organizations, there has been a need to adapt service delivery
from in-person to online services. This transition has presented benefits and challenges for
participants, especially immigrants who regularly depend on nonprofits for different service needs,
as well as nonprofit staff. This case study examines the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
Jacob A. Riis Neighborhood Settlement, an immigrant-serving nonprofit organization in Queens,
New York, and it analyzes how they addressed the transition to fully online service delivery. This
organization has long served residents of western Queens, but it has been able to provide services
to immigrant communities across New York City because of this transition to online service
delivery. I specifically focus on the English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) program at
Riis, and I studied their service delivery during this health pandemic by drawing on original
surveys and interviews conducted with both the staff and clients of this organization. I used these
mixed data sources to document their opinions about the transition to online services, as well as to
learn what has and has not been working during this time. While online classes helped to keep
everyone safe during the height of the pandemic and increased flexibility for student participation,
it also underscored issues related to lack of tech literacy and the deleterious effects of the pandemic
on clients’ daily lives, including sickness and caring for other family members. The findings of
this case study highlight the benefits and pitfalls of online nonprofit services during the pandemic
and provides recommendations for best practices in future remote work.
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Introduction
When thinking about the end of 2020, the main concern on everyone’s mind was the election of
the new president of the United States. The world was keeping a close eye on the presidential
campaigns of each candidate, but no one predicted the rise of the medical threat that was quietly
looming in the background. The development and contagion of the 2019 novel coronavirus
(“COVID-19”) in Wuhan, China, appeared to be an isolated issue that only affected the Eastern
part of the world. On December 31, 2019, the World Health Organization (WHO) became aware
of a media statement that was issued by the Wuhan Municipal Health Commission about a viral
pneumonia that was spreading in Wuhan, and the WHO contacted officials in China to learn more
about the virus (World Health Organization 2021). Throughout January 2020, the WHO continued
to monitor the situation in China and worked with local and international actors to learn more
about the development of the new virus, how it was transmitted, and it offered advice for local
actors who were treating infected patients. On January 24, France confirmed three cases of the
coronavirus among individuals who had traveled from Wuhan, making them the first confirmed
cases in Europe (World Health Organization 2020). As the virus began to spread through Europe
and Asia, the United States was aware that it would only be a short time before there were
confirmed cases in the country. On January 20, 2020, the first case of COVID-19 was confirmed
in Snohomish County, Washington (Holsue et al. 2020). Since scientists were not fully aware of
how the virus was transmitted, everyday life continued as normal until there was a rise of cases
across the country.
In New York City, things began to rapidly change from one day to the next. The first
confirmed case in New York State was announced on March 1, when a traveler from Iran tested
positive for COVID-19 (Axelson 2020). Then Governor Andrew Cuomo began to develop plans
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to tackle the virus and ensure public safety, which led to the declaration of a state of emergency
on March 7. A containment zone was launched in New Rochelle, as there were 121 confirmed
cases of coronavirus in the area, and the National Guard was deployed to care for inhabitants within
this zone by supplying them with food and sanitizing public areas (Maslin Nir 2020). By March
25, New York State had confirmed 30,811 cases out of the 431,000 confirmed cases worldwide at
the time, accounting for 7% of the total cases (New York Times 2020). New York City became an
early epicenter of the pandemic and dealt with the brunt of the virus at the beginning.
As the situation got progressively worse in New York City, there were more changes that
were to come. On March 16, Cuomo formally closed all public schools across the state, and many
public institutions followed suit, including government agencies, universities, and nonprofit
organizations across the city and state. These institutions were expected to continue offering
services through online platforms, which was a challenge for many organizations and institutions.
Another challenge was that organizations were not equipped to deal with the rise in demand for
their services, especially in relation to financial assistance and food insecurity (Amandolare et al.
2020). They were unable to meet the increased financial need from their participants and cited
funding as being a large issue during this time, as they did not have extra funding to give to
individuals who were left out of federal economic packages (Bernstein et al. 2020). Since in-person
delivery was no longer an option because of health risks for staff and participants, organizations
had to adapt to online service delivery. This included using social media sites like Facebook,
Instagram, WhatsApp, and other networks to share information about their services and get the
word out about their now online programming. They adapted as best they could give the
circumstances at the time, but they still faced issues on both administrative and participant ends.
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One such New York City-based organization that had to deal with this transition was Jacob
A. Riis Neighborhood Settlement, an immigrant-serving nonprofit in western Queens that provides
a wide array of services for local immigrant communities across Queens. Riis Settlement has an
immigrant services department that offers free adult literacy classes, including English for
Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) and citizenship classes, as well as immigration legal services
and case management services. The immigrant services department came into fruition in 2001,
when the organization noted an influx of immigrants moving into the Long Island City and Astoria
neighborhoods of Queens. The largest program within the department is the ESOL program, which
offers free English classes to local residents, but also attracts participants from other immigrant
enclaves such as Woodside, Corona, and East Elmhurst. The program has served around 500
students each fiscal year since it started and offers roughly around 30 classes for students who are
interested in improving their English literacy and speaking skills.
Due to the rise of the pandemic, Riis Settlement began to offer their ESOL classes online
and attracted individuals from other parts of New York City, including Brooklyn, Manhattan, and
the Bronx. Over the last year, nine teachers and three staff members assisted over 500 students in
improving their English language capacity to some degree.
The purpose of this case study is to analyze the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on Riis
Settlement’s ESOL program, primarily looking at the effects on both administrative staff and
participants in terms of their daily lives and work. This research is limited to their experiences and
opinions from March 2020 to present. The following research questions motivate this study:
1. How has COVID-19 affected the ability of immigrant-serving nonprofits to provide services to
immigrant communities in New York City and the ability of immigrant communities to access
said services?
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2. What are the benefits and pitfalls of remote service delivery to immigrant communities?
I developed these questions in response to the impact of the pandemic on everyday life and
interactions with public and private actors, including nonprofit organizations. There has been
research done that has evaluated the impact of the pandemic on immigrant communities’ daily
lives, including financial stability, unemployment, and food insecurity (Smith et. Al 2020, Human
Services Council 2021, However, there has been a lack of discussion about changes to services
that are regularly offered by immigrant-serving nonprofits and how immigrants are able to access
these services during this pandemic. There have been initial discussions of the effects of the
pandemic on nonprofits in terms of increased financial strain and difficulties meeting needs
(Human Services Council 2021, Bernstein et al. 2020) yet there is not much information available
on how organizations have adapted to online service delivery and the challenges that have come
with it. By looking at these issues from both ends, we can get a snapshot of how one specific
organization is adapting to the circumstances of the pandemic and maintaining relationships with
their immigrant participants. We also learn about immigrants’ experiences with remote service
delivery and the benefits or pitfalls that come with online service delivery.
In the literature review, I will look at the history of New York City as a gateway for
immigrant communities and the current context of nonprofit organizations and their operation
during times of crisis. I will also examine the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on daily life and
work for the public. In the methodology section, I outline the mixed methods use of surveys of
immigrant students, and interviews with staff and immigrant students who participated in Riis’
ESOL program since before March 2020 to learn about their opinions and experiences with online
programming. I will then present the major findings of the research study, which include
demographics of participants, issues of technological literacy, and overall issues that were faced
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during the initial transition into online service delivery. Lastly, I reflect upon the findings presented
and recommendations for immigrant-serving nonprofits who are also conducting online service
delivery during this time.

Literature Review
Importance of Nonprofits and Relationship with Local Communities
Nonprofit organizations have long been essential support mechanisms for different communities
(Hammack 1989). They usually work with vulnerable populations including low-income families,
the elderly, and immigrant communities (Salamon 2004). Nonprofit organizations also serve as a
gateway for local community members to engage with city government in some capacity, and they
provide essential services that are needed for their community members’ survival. These services
can include provision of financial and social resources including financial assistance, food
supplies, mental health services, and services geared towards immigrant communities (Marwell
and Gulickson 2013; Theodore and Martin 2007). The presence of immigrant-serving nonprofit
organizations in New York City has proved time and time again to be important for immigrant
communities, serving as their safety nets and supporters during their times of need (CorderoGuzman 2005). To understand why immigrant-serving nonprofits play such a crucial role in
assisting immigrant communities, especially during a moment of crisis like the coronavirus
pandemic, it is important that we understand New York City’s relationship with immigration and
its role as an immigrant city.
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New York City and Immigrants
New York City has had a long-standing relationship with immigrant communities. New York City
has served as a gateway city for European immigrants over a century ago and continues to receive
immigrants from Latin America, the Caribbean, and Asia (Foner 2013). Approximately eight
million immigrants have been processed through Castle Garden in Manhattan, which was the first
immigration station in New York City (Ellis Island Foundation 2021). After noting the influx of
immigrants and issues of economic distress and political instability, immigration processing was
moved to Ellis Island in 1892. Another 12 million immigrants, from Europe and other countries,
would continue their journey into America and New York through this port of entry (Ellis Island
Foundation 2021). This initial arrival of European immigrants would set the foundations for the
next wave of immigrant arrivals, who come from Latin America, the Caribbean, Asia, and Africa.
About 23 percent of New York State residents today are immigrants, which accounts for 4.4
million people (American Immigration Council 2020). New York City has an estimated 3.1 million
immigrant residents, who account for almost half of the city’s workforce. The top ten countries of
origin for foreign-born residents are: the Dominican Republic, China, Mexico, Jamaica, Guyana,
Ecuador, Haiti, Trinidad and Tobago, Bangladesh, and India (MOIA 2018). The diversity of
immigrant communities across New York City would result in the creation of organizations that
cater to their needs, which is further discussed in the following section.

The History of Immigrant-Serving Nonprofit Organizations in New York City
Immigrant-serving nonprofit organizations have organized and been a support system for different
immigrant communities across the five boroughs of New York City. Many of the organizations
that offer free services to the community include service organizations, which provide social
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services to immigrant communities including English classes, youth programs, with the intention
of having immigrants participate in their local economies (Chaudhary 2017). Immigrant-serving
nonprofit organizations also serve as a resource for immigrant communities to obtain multiple
resources, including English classes and legal services to reunify with their families or resolve
potential issues that the individual is facing (Cordero-Guzman 2005). They also cater to the needs
of diverse immigrant communities across New York City and encourage immigrant integration
and incorporation at the local level. Organizations can be responsible for encouraging immigrants
to participate in their local political environments, as well as providing other support services that
are necessary for immigrants to thrive (de Graauw 2016).
Because of this, New York City is home to many nonprofit organizations that cater to
different immigrant communities across the five boroughs. New York City has over 903
organizations that work with immigrant communities with different backgrounds, including
religious, cultural, social service and public interest (Hung 2007) . These organizations are
classified as social service, cultural, and advocacy organizations that assist immigrants on the
ground (Castañeda 2020). Some common services that are offered by these immigrant-serving
nonprofits include: legal services (i.e., housing, immigration, family law, etc.), enrollment in
public benefit programs, employment assistance, education services, and healthcare. Service needs
vary from community to community, and organizations may offer different services based on
funding, capacity, and missions of their organization.

Immigrant-Serving Nonprofits and Times of Crisis
Immigrant-serving nonprofits are no strangers to times of crisis: they usually step in and assist in
moments of crisis in different manners. Their work is crucial in helping to get people back on their
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feet, and ultimately move forward in some capacity. These organizations are part of the response
and rebuilding process during and after moments of crisis, such as during social and environmental
crisis (Simo and Bies 2007).
One major moment of crisis for residents in New York City (as well as Virginia and
Pennsylvania) was in 2001, because of the coordinated terrorist attacks that were conducted by Al
Qaeda on September 11. Two planes were hijacked and flown into the North and South Towers of
the World Trade Center, leading to the deaths of 2,753 people (9/11 Memorial 2021). The
government was focused on the effects of the attack on politics and the economy at the time, yet
no one was aware of the effects that it would have on local nonprofits in the area. Immediately
after 9/11, local nonprofits saw an influx of individuals who were seeking services. These new
clients were people who had not sought out services prior to the catastrophic event. New service
needs included: housing, mental health, resources in Spanish, and employment (Abzug and
Derryck 2002). Nonprofit organizations also assisted philanthropic foundations in distributing
emergency funds to victims of the attack by issuing grants to survivors to assist with housing,
funeral expenses, food, and medical care (Schoff and Collins 2004).
Local nonprofits also worked with undocumented immigrants to ensure that they received
financial assistance and other resources that were available to them, despite their undocumented
status. An example of this is the Red Cross, which worked directly with Asociación Tepeyac de
New York, a nonprofit based in Manhattan, to ensure that undocumented workers were able to
present proper identification and proof of employment so that they could access benefits directly
from the Red Cross (Schoff and Collins 2004). Other organizations, like the Consortium for
Worker Education, received funding to assist more than 80,000 workers who had lost their jobs
directly or indirectly from the attacks and offered services related to career advancement
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counseling, education, and job placement assistance (Seessel 2003). These organizations helped
fill the gaps for individuals who were deeply affected by the attacks and offered some solace in
terms of access to resources and someone to rely on during this traumatic time.
Another major moment of crisis in New York City included Hurricane Sandy, which
wreaked havoc and chaos across the city in 2012. Hurricane Sandy had started out as a tropical
storm in the Caribbean around October 22. As the storm moved north, it lost its hurricane
categorization but the effects that it had on the United States were unprecedented. As Hurricane
Sandy passed through New York, 43 people lost their lives, 443,000 people were affected, and
over 80,000 buildings were found within the flood zone area (PlaNYC 2013). Many businesses
and nonprofits were forced to close their doors and lost funding due to damage caused by Hurricane
Sandy. However, New York City attempted to tackle this by dedicating over $300 million in
funding to targeted nonprofits, business, and community recovery programs that would conduct
work on the ground (PlaNYC 2013).
Organizations such as City Harvest stepped in to provide food distribution services to
people who were severely impacted by the storm. Nonprofit organizations also served as a safety
net for individuals who usually would not reach out for services. Immediately after Sandy,
nonprofit organizations like the Jewish Community Center were the first to offer services to local
communities on Staten Island, including cash assistance, food distribution, and other services
(Rendon 2020). Since nonprofits are the most local actors on the ground, they have a better idea
of what the service needs are of their constituents, and they can better assist individuals because
they are able to connect them easier compared to larger organizations or governmental actors
(Smith et al. 2020). This proved to be effective in the rebuilding efforts of the city, in terms of
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being able to advocate for their communities and sparking conversations about the importance of
nonprofits in different communities across the five boroughs.

COVID-19 and Impact on Daily Life
Although COVID-19 has threatened the health and survival of individuals across the world, no
one foresaw the impact that it would have on other spheres of our daily lives. The rise and
maintenance of COVID-19 infections have truly changed the ways in which humans interact with
one another, as well as governmental entities and nonprofit services.
One of the first spheres that COVID-19 directly affected was our social sphere, and this
was partly due to the reduction of interactions between people while the number of COVID cases
continued to rise. With stay-at-home orders in place across the country, many people found
themselves stuck inside their homes, and feelings of isolation and loneliness began to increase
(Van Kessel et al. 2021). More than one fifth of New York City households have had issues dealing
with social and physical isolation during the outbreak (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 2020).
While social distancing and stay-at-home orders were meant to protect citizens, there was also the
rise of a mental health crisis because of these practices. There has been increased prevalence of
anxiety and depression among younger and older adults across the United States (Giuntella et al.
2021). Humans need physical and social contact, but the ability to safely do this was reduced
because of the need to take precautions against the virus.
COVID-19 also forced immigrant-serving nonprofits to rethink and adapt to current policy
changes, including stay-at-home orders and social distancing practices. As mentioned, many
organizations transitioned from in-person service delivery to online service delivery to meet the
needs of their participants while also adhering to the policies and practices that were set in place.
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While online service delivery was efficient and allowed organizations to reach individuals who
were more tech savvy, this left many immigrants out in the dark, especially those who already
have limited access to technology or unstable living conditions because of the pandemic. Some
organizations focused their efforts on increasing street outreach to reach those who would not be
able to access their services online, thus ensuring that they were connecting to all participants at
the time (Bernstein et al. 2020). The increased need for other services, including financial
assistance, resources for survivors of domestic violence, and mental health services has forced
organizations to adapt to these new needs and incorporate them into programming (Bernstein et
al. 2020).
Nonprofit organizations also stepped up and sought out resources that were crucial for their
communities, including computers for school-aged youth to ensure continued access to education
and internet services to help them enroll in programming at their local nonprofit organizations
(Human Services Council 2021). Because nonprofits already have pre-existing relationships with
many of the local communities across the boroughs, they were able to assess the needs of their
participants while also coming up with ideas to meet their needs. This highlights the importance
of the nonprofit presence, as they can connect to local communities in a more efficient manner
(Smith 2010) However, funding constraints and layoffs did force nonprofit organizations to
become more creative in their service delivery and ability to meet increased needs.
The coronavirus pandemic is also different from the other crises discussed earlier in the
literature review. Whereas Hurricane Sandy affected specific areas of New York City and caused
devastation in waterfront areas that later bounced back, the pandemic is still a threat that will
continue to exist for some time. COVID-19 has also disproportionately affected both immigrants
and people of color in New York City, leading to higher death rates and rates of infection among
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these populations. At the beginning of the pandemic, Latinos accounted for about 23% of fatal
COVID-19 cases, and Black people accounted for 20% (NYC Department of Health 2020). Many
immigrants – as many as 192,000 – lost their jobs because of the pandemic and were ineligible for
most forms of federal economic relief due to their undocumented status (Amandolare et al. 2020).
Because of this, they have found themselves turning to local organizations to acquire key services
and assistance during this time. While we can apply some of the lessons that were learned during
previous crisis in New York City, it is also important to note that government and funders must
look at the issue from both sides – nonprofit and client – to see how they can better assist the public
in this moment.

Methods and Data
This research study employed a case study of Jacob A. Riis Neighborhood Settlement, an
organization located in Long Island City, Queens. I decided to focus on this organization in the
New York City area because of New York City’s history of being an immigrant gateway city, as
well as having multiple organizations that cater to immigrant communities across the five
boroughs. New York City also was an early epicenter of the pandemic, implying that many entities,
including immigrant-serving nonprofit organizations had to step up and adapt their services to
assist with the public health crisis, while also ensuring the safety of their staff.
Conducting a case study of this organization provides a snapshot of how the pandemic has
affected the work and lives of one immigrant-serving nonprofit organization and their participants.
It also allows me to have a first-hand look at how one organization has responded to the
coronavirus pandemic, and interactions with their participants can inform me of the issues and
other challenges that have come up because of the pandemic. If I were to have conducted a study
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of multiple organizations across New York City, there would be less depth of data to interact with,
and I would fail to capture the nuances of issues that may come up for different organizations
based on their size and clientele. The potential drawbacks of this case study are the lack of
generalizability, as the issues that this organization and their participants face may be
comparatively different from larger organizations that have wider ranges of clientele with diverse
backgrounds and issues. The data captured in this case study is also limited to a specific time frame
of spring 2021, meaning that the organization is in a different place now than it was one year ago
during the initial transition to online service delivery.
Jacob A. Riis Neighborhood Settlement is an organization that has had a presence in New
York City since 1899, and it has long provided services to underserved communities across New
York City (Riis Settlement 2021). They are part of the settlement house model, defined by Scheuer
(1985) as:
“To foster organizations within the community, as dictated by local needs and
interests, to serve as a buffer between the individual and the realities of slum life,
to offer educational, cultural, and social activities for people of every class, age,
sex, race and religion to facilitate the growth of individuals and of the community
through participation in autonomous groups; to offer an atmosphere of fellowship
similar to that of the college or university.”
There are more than 100 employees, and the organization manages a budget of over $4
million per year. This organization in particular serves residents who live in the Long Island City
and Queensbridge projects, a development that is part of the New York City Housing Authority.
They offer an array of services to the community, including youth services, senior services, and
immigrant services. Their immigrant services department was formally established in 2001
because of changing demographics in the western Queens area, which included an influx of
immigrants from Latin America, Asia, and North Africa. The following programs are offered
through the immigrant services department: English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL)
13

program, immigration legal services, and case management services for individuals who require
assistance with public benefit enrollment, financial assistance, and issues with the New York City
Housing Authority (NYCHA). This department has long weathered other issues that have affected
the immigrant community in New York within the last two decades, including 9/11 and Hurricane
Sandy.
I chose to focus on the ESOL program because they have the largest pool of participants
and have the most access to technology compared to the clients of the legal services and the case
management programs. There are also more interactions between staff and participants within the
ESOL program, and they were the group that experienced the transition into online service delivery
immediately because they were taking classes when the first lockdown occurred. Classes continued
to be offered online and there were larger numbers of students compared to clients in the other
programs for different reasons. Many legal services clients interacted less frequently with the
department because of limited restrictions on travel and executive orders that halted the issuance
of visas for immigrants abroad (Trump White House 2020). Because immigration was halted,
many clients found themselves at a standstill, reducing the frequency of their interactions with
staff within the department and diminished their ability to speak on the transition into online
service delivery during the pandemic. Case management clients are also a subset of local
Queensbridge residents and other community members who were meeting with the case manager
in person to receive their services; they were a smaller number of clients compared to the ESOL
program.
My positionality in this research study is a factor that must be taken into consideration. I
am currently employed as the Action NYC Immigration Navigator in the Immigrant Services
department at Riis Settlement. I have interacted with the students in the ESOL program in some
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capacity, whether it has been through presentations, legal consultations, or general conversations
with participants during my time at the organization. I also work closely with the ESOL staff, as
they are also part of the immigrant services team. This has made data collection easier to a certain
degree because I have an established presence at the organization and preexisting relationships
with other staff members within the immigrant services department. I had easier access to contact
information for both students and staff. Yet, a limitation of this is that both students and staff might
not have been totally honest with me about their opinions, for fear of privacy issues or causing
emotional distress to either students or staff. The information that is captured in this research study
will also be valuable information for the organization in terms of highlighting issues that currently
exist and will help improve programming not only in their ESOL program, but across the
organization in other programs as well.
The idea for this capstone evolved from a project that I originally worked on and presented
in an “ethnography of public policy” class that I took at the Graduate Center with Professors John
Mollenkopf and Robert C. Smith. I conducted a survey of participants in the ESOL and citizenship
class programs at Riis Settlement in December 2020 to capture their opinions about online classes
and understand the issues that they may have been facing because of the pandemic. Survey
questions included background questions related to ethnicity, gender, age, and zip code to develop
a demographic profile of participants in both sets of programming, which were conducted online
due to the pandemic. The second part of the survey asked students about their opinions on online
classes, things that were working well or not working well in terms of classes, preferences on
service delivery and their general service needs at the time. Surveys were distributed in English
and Spanish. This survey was created in part to assist me with my class project, but also to give
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Riis Settlement a general idea of what their participants service needs were and opinions about
online classes so that they could improve programming.
The survey was emailed to students using the student contact information database, and
surveys were anonymized to protect the privacy of students. I collected 144 responses between
both sets of classes. I use this information as a secondary data source to compare to the data
captured in this study and see if there have been positive or negative changes in terms of service
delivery or changes to students lives because of the pandemic and changing circumstances since
December 2020. The data captured in this initial survey will be referred to as Survey #1. I also
built upon this study by incorporating interviews, which will be discussed below.
Specifically for this capstone project, I used two main methods of data collection that build
on the research I conducted as part of the “ethnography of public policy” course in fall 2020: (1)
surveys of ESOL program participants and (2) interviews with Riis’ ESOL staff and participants.
I surveyed participants, in both English and Spanish, of the ESOL program as they were taking
classes at Riis, and I conducted surveys between June and July 2021. I refer to this survey as
Survey #2 in my study. There were about 200 students enrolled in ESOL classes at any time, and
a survey is the best method to gauge the opinions of many students. The first half of the survey
asked basic background questions like the ones used for Survey #1 (i.e., ethnicity, gender, age, and
zip code of residence) to create a general demographic profile of the ESOL program participants.
Asking about participants’ zip codes allowed me to gain insights about the changing services reach
of Riis Settlement during the pandemic: with Riis’ programs going online, there have been more
students who are participating in programming that are not from the immediate Queens area where
the organization is located, as had been the case before the start of COVID.
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The second half of the survey asked participants about their participation in Riis’ online
programming. They were asked about their opinions about their ESOL classes, their service needs
during this time, ranging from the need for legal services and specific case management, and the
need for job information, food pantries, financial resources, and other basic life necessities. The
surveys were conducted online, using Qualtrics software, and they were distributed to students via
email with an anonymous survey link. To email students, I asked for permission to use the student
contact information database that the ESOL program maintains so that I could email participants
in the last ESOL semester of the fiscal year, which were students in the April – June 2021 cohort.
I emailed around 300 students that were enrolled in the ESOL program at the time of data
collection and requested their participation in the research study. The survey data was collected
between June and July 2021. I received 54 responses in total, with 36 responses from the Spanish
survey and 18 from the English survey. About 49 of these surveys yielded responses that were
used in this study. It is important to note that there were fewer respondents in survey #2 compared
to survey #1, and this can be attributed to the reopening of the city and people returning to work
after being home for more than a year. The survey questions what were part of Survey #2 can be
found in Appendix A. I analyzed this data by finding common themes and trends that came up
during the survey process and connected them with themes that also came up during the interviews
with students and staff.
The second part of my capstone research design involves structured interviews with
students who participated in the ESOL program before the transition into online programming. I
wanted to speak to participants who had been taking in-person classes at Riis before March 2020
and continued to take classes after the program went online. I chose this specific subgroup of
individuals to understand how programming has changed from in-person to online, and whether
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that has affected their ability to participate in class and develop their language acquisition. Students
who have been part of the programming long term have a better understanding of what service
delivery was like before the pandemic, since they were previously on site and had immediate
access to other services at Riis. That subgroup also made-up part of the student body that
experienced the initial transition into online services, so their views will differ than that of newer
students who have joined after services went fully online.
The interviews were open to individuals who may or may not have completed the survey,
and the point of the interviews was to also get a more personalized view of the pandemic. If the
students had faced any challenges or had opinions that were not captured in the survey, then they
could share that information during the interview process. I recruited these student interviews by
searching through the ESOL attendance lists for fiscal year 2020 and fiscal year 2021 to see which
students had been participating in in-person classes and continued to attend classes after they
transitioned online. I contacted students via email and phone to see if they were interested. Despite
my best efforts, I was able to interview only three individuals, though I had hoped to speak with
at least 10. I conducted an hour-long interview in July 2021 and August 2021 over Zoom with each
individual,. Some challenges that I faced during this process was the fact that there were not many
students who fit the specific criteria that I wanted, and many were unresponsive when I reached
out over the summer. This could be because people are traveling again and returning to their jobs
as places continue to reopen or rehire their employees. The data that I derive from these interviews
can only speak for a handful of individuals and cannot be generalized to the general student
population of Riis’ ESOL program. The interview questions I used during the interviews with
students can be found in Appendix B.
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As part of my capstone research, I also conducted semi-structured interviews with staff
from the ESOL program at Riis Settlement. I opted to conduct these interviews, three in total, so I
could study the changes the organization made due to the pandemic in terms of service delivery
and staff responsibilities. The interview schedule included 14 questions asking staff about their
point of view of the pandemic’s impact on student retention, staff responsibilities, and their overall
response to student needs during this time. The transition to online service delivery was a new
experience for staff as well, and their experiences might be similar or different from students
because of their position as staff members within the organization. Many immigrant-serving
nonprofits have expressed difficulties in this transition period in terms of staying connected to
participants and maintaining continuous programming during this time (Bernstein et al. 2020).
Interviewing staff at Riis Settlement allowed me to have a first-hand view of the pandemic’s
impact and highlight different ways that staff have adapted to these changes. The interview
questions I used during the interviews with Riis staff can be found in Appendix C.
Interviews with both students and staff were conducted online via Zoom and were audio
recorded with participants’ permission. In sharing their responses, I use pseudonyms to ensure the
privacy and safety of all participants. I analyzed interview responses similarly to my survey data,
in terms of finding similar themes that came up in both surveys and interviews. The interviews
provide a snapshot of issues that the organization or students might be facing and highlight the
responses that were developed to tackle those issues. Interviews are also personalized data points
that can speak on the experiences of specific groups and connect back to findings from the surveys.
Interviews provide more details about these issues and can also raise awareness of needs or issues
that were not raised in the survey collection. Because I was only able to conduct three interviews
of staff at Riis Settlement, the data is limited and cannot be generalized to all immigrant-serving
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nonprofits in New York City. The findings may only be relevant to Riis Settlement but can provide
a foundation for future research of other nonprofit organizations.
To move forward with this project, I had to seek out approval from the Institutional Review
Board to ensure that my project was ethical and protected the safety of the organization. I submitted
an application that outlined the reasons for this case study and methods of data collection. There
were some issues of confidentiality – in terms of capturing zip codes in surveys – but I was able
to get the application approved after making edits and justifying the use of this personal
information.

Findings
Demographics of Survey Participants
Survey respondents differed by gender, country of origin, and zip code in both Survey #1 and
Survey #2. Tables 1, 2 and 3 highlight age ranges, gender, and countries of origin for respondents
in both surveys. Please note that the total amounts of data points are lower than the number of
surveys captured due to repeated survey responses in both rounds of surveys.
Table 1: Age of Male Survey Respondents
Age Range
18 - 21
22 - 34
35 - 44
45 - 54
55 - 64
65 +
TOTAL

Survey #1
1
11
4
8
8
1
33

Survey #2
0
0
1
1
2
0
4

Total
1
11
5
9
10
1
37
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Table 2: Age of Female Survey Respondents
Age Range
18 - 21
22 - 34
35 - 44
45 - 54
55 - 64
65 +
TOTAL

Survey #1
4
23
40
26
14
3
110

Survey #2
1
9
20
9
6
0
45

Total
5
32
60
35
20
3
155

Table 3: Countries of Origin for Survey Respondents
Country of Origin
Afghanistan
Algeria
Bangladesh
Bolivia
Brazil
China
Colombia
Czech Republic
Dominican Republic
Ecuador
Guatemala
Honduras
India
Korea
Mexico
Morocco
Nepal
Nicaragua
Pakistan
Palestine
Paraguay
Peru
Puerto Rico
Tajikistan
Thailand

Survey #1
1
1
2
2
4
14
20
4
31
15
2
1
4
1
7
1
1
1
1
2
1
6
0
1
1

Survey #2
0
0
1
1
1
1
9
0
8
5
3
1
1
0
7
0
0
0
0
0
0
3
1
0
1

TOTAL
1
1
3
3
5
15
29
4
39
20
5
2
5
1
14
1
1
1
1
2
1
9
1
1
2
21

Tibet
Venezuela
TOTAL

1
15
140

0
6
49

1
21
189

Most survey respondents were women between the ages of 22 to 54, reflecting a specific
subset of people who might have lost their jobs during the pandemic or are responsible for caring
for a child during this time. There were fewer male respondents in this survey round, which may
be indicative of them returning to work as the city continues to reopen. Respondents were mostly
from countries in Latin America, the Caribbean, and Asia, which is representative of the larger
student population at Riis Settlement. It also highlights the fact that there are specific groups of
students who are participating in services, which may imply that existing students are sharing
information about classes within their networks. This allows Riis to reach more individuals from
the same community and maintain a continuous relationship with individuals from certain
countries.
Figure 1: Residence of Survey Participants by Zip Code, Survey #1
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Figure 2: Residence of Survey Participants by Zip Code, Survey #2

Like Survey #1, respondents of Survey #2 mostly reside in neighborhoods across Queens
and Brooklyn, with a few students living in South Queens, South Brooklyn, and upper Manhattan.
Students from these areas are harder to recruit because of their distance from Riis Settlement,
which is housed at Queensbridge Houses in Long Island City. Online classes are allowing students
from harder to reach areas to tap into online services and participate like their counterparts who
live closer to Riis Settlement.
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Initial Transition to Online Service Delivery during March 2020
During the initial transition period, staff had to rethink their practices of engaging with
participants, conducting outreach, and ensuring continuation of programming. Many staff were
convinced that the transition would be temporary, and that life would resume as normal after some
time. Yet they would find themselves transforming in ways that they had not anticipated.
In terms of ESOL classes, the first practice that had to be changed immediately was service
delivery. Charlie, who has been working at Riis for over two and a half years, noted that during
the initial transition, they were paying attention to what other organizations were doing in terms
of service delivery changes and noted that “Zoom seemed to be the name that was going around
at the time… so we went into Zoom.”1 They decided that Zoom would be the easiest platform to
be able to connect to their ESOL participants and continue online classes without the students or
staff needing to risk their health and safety. Morgan, who has been working at Riis for the last five
years, stated that “there was a time when there weren’t many best practices available, so it was a
combination of talking to other organizations to see what they were doing and coming up with
solutions from our own ideas.”2 With this transition came the need to train their instructors on the
basics of the videoconferencing platform and the technical aspects that staff needed to engage with
during their classes, while also ensuring that students learned how to access the application and
use the basic functions to participate in their classes.
The initial transition occurred during a time of heightened anxiety and fear, as New York
City was the epicenter of the COVID-19 outbreak during spring 2020 (Bowen 2020). Staff were
working to ensure that the transition to online services was as smooth as possible for everyone
involved, also so that online classes for students would not add more anxiety to their daily lives.

1
2

Riis staff interview: July 26, 2021.
Riis staff interview: August 13, 2021.
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Transitioning to online service delivery came with its own set of issues that were not really
noted before the pandemic. Emmanuel, who has been working at Riis for the last two and a half
years, felt that the initial transition into using Zoom was chaotic, because many people, including
staff and students, were unfamiliar with how to use Zoom effectively. There were issues with
internet connectivity across the city, with teachers losing their connection often during the initial
classes, and students’ learning was frequently interrupted as a result. Many teachers were also not
accustomed to teaching online and were attempting to continue using curriculums that were
designed for in-person classes. For example, lessons that were centered around the use of
educational videos were not ideal for students who had low bandwidth and internet connectivity
issues, as they could not view the content and had trouble staying connected to class. This left out
students from certain class activities and reduced their ability to participate in the lesson plan for
the day.
Teachers were unfamiliar with the other functions of Zoom, including breakout rooms,
which limited the ability for students to work together on class assignments. Staff also found
themselves trying to troubleshoot issues for teachers while they were live, which also interrupted
learning and caused confusion for students who were tuning into class. Teachers found themselves
needing to change their lesson plans to include more interactive activities that did not require more
internet bandwidth and to ensure that content being presented could be seen by students who were
connecting to class using different devices, including cell phones.
Students faced their own issues of being able to connect to class because of unstable
internet connections due to their children or other family members engaging in remote learning at
the same time or having to use their phones to connect to class. Seventeen survey respondents
(31% of respondents) from Survey #2 and 48 respondents (33%) from Survey #1 reported using
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cell phones as their primary method of connecting to online classes, which aligns with the
comments from staff interviewees about internet connectivity issues. Thirty-two survey
respondents (59%) from Survey #2 mentioned that they had a child or other minor under their care
at the time of survey completion, which ties back to the issue of having unstable internet
connections. Parents would have to pick and choose who would be able to tap into their remote
learning without any interruptions, and that would often mean that they had to miss out on class to
ensure that their children could continue to participate in remote learning.
Outreach about services was another aspect of programming that had to be adapted to an
online format. Staff noted that before the pandemic, they would rely on in-person outreach like
distributing flyers and in-person registration events to ensure that preexisting and new participants
were aware of the programming that was being offered. Staff were also conducting phone calls to
prospective students and using email to share information related to class schedules and other
programming at Riis Settlement. Once the transition occurred, staff changed their outreach
methods to work with online service delivery. They began to rely heavily on email communication,
social media, and text messages to communicate with preexisting and prospective students about
online classes. Staff felt that this made communication with students less personalized and
decreased accessibility to classes, especially for people who do not regularly use email or social
media as a form of communication. Morgan, a Riis staff member quoted before, stated that, “we
didn’t have to do as many varied types of outreach for online classes: we depended on email and
social media to spread the word because we weren’t focused on targeting our local areas.”3
This shift in focus from outreach to gain local students to citywide students highlights the
importance of nonprofit organizations reaching communities and creating more of a service

3

Riis staff interview: August 13, 2021.
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impact. Yet it reduces the ability for the organization to truly understand the effects of the crisis
on their clients lives. This also reduces the likelihood of local community members reaching out
to the organization, which reduces the safety net that immigrants would tap into for in-person
services. If immigrant community residents cannot easily access classes, then how will they learn
more about other services, programs, and assistance that is being offered?

Convenience of Online Service Delivery
Online service delivery, especially during a pandemic, offers a sense of convenience for many that
was not foreseen pre-pandemic. Since many clients were accustomed to attending English classes
in person, they had not anticipated the many benefits that it would provide to their everyday life.
A common agreement across students and staff were that online classes were convenient for many,
for a variety of reasons. Staff and survey respondents mentioned that they were happy that they
can take classes from home and care for their children at the same time. Since many K-12 students
were participating in remote learning, this relegated one or both of their parents to be confined at
home to care for their children. While this would have been a hindrance during pre-pandemic times
when Riis clients would have to miss class if they did not have childcare, staff noted that there
were higher rates of retention in English classes as there was a reduced need for external childcare.
Riis clients could care for their children at home while also connect and be present in their English
classes. As mentioned earlier, 32 respondents (59 %) from Survey #2 reported having children and
other minors under their care, which aligns with this finding. Harry, an immigrant from Thailand
who has been a Riis client since December 2018 and lives in Woodside, mentioned that he used to
work as a home health aide with other elderly people. Because of the pandemic, he is now working
as an aide for his mother and caring for her while he is home. He says:
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“I like online class because if compared to the classroom, which you know, it’s
convenient. I save my money, I can stay home, work, take care of my mom and
then I study online. I save time.”4
Caring for a parent is another responsibility that can prevent full participation had classes been in
person. Having the opportunity to take classes online allows students to protect themselves from
the coronavirus, maintain social distancing, and ensure that they are still able to participate in
community programming offered by local immigrant-serving nonprofits.
Another factor that students mentioned when discussing the importance of online service
delivery was being able to save time and money, as funds were limited due to unemployment.
Sandra, an immigrant from Venezuela who has been a Riis student since December 2018, lost her
job because of the pandemic and now works as a babysitter. She mentioned that she can save
money by not having to commute to in-person classes and could use those funds to pay for other
services or necessities. Morgan, the Riis employee quoted before, said that “a number of our
students lost jobs because they were working in the service industry and restaurants that got shut
down during the pandemic, and they lost part or all of their income.”5
Table 4: Employment Status of Survey Respondents, Survey #2
Employment Status
Working full-time
Working part-time
Working per diem
Not working, but anticipate returning to
work
Not working
TOTAL

4
5

Total
12
9
4
4
19
48

Riis student interview: July 23, 2021.
Riis staff interview: August 13, 2021
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As seen in table 4, 19 respondents (35%) from Survey #2 and two student interviewees
reported that they were not working at the time of the survey or interview and did not anticipate
returning to work soon. This reflects the impact that the pandemic has had on financial stability
and the job market for immigrant communities. While many communities were able to rely on
unemployment benefits or other forms of financial assistance, immigrants turned to local nonprofit
organizations to provide services that were needed, such as English language skills and financial
assistance (Smith et al. 2020). While they can save money, students would also be able to employ
their new English language skills and (hopefully) reenter the job market more easily after and even
during the pandemic using their newly acquired skills.
However, online service delivery can also have its challenges. While it is convenient for
students to be able to connect to online classes, there also is the issue of potential lack of
engagement with class if the participant can connect from wherever they are. Charlie, the Riis
employee quoted before, noted that:
“I think it’s great that [our clients] can take class and look after their kids. There
are some people who might be in class while they’re in their car or going grocery
shopping …. I appreciate that they want to be in the class and have the access, but
there’s a certain point, you have to be active in class and you can’t be that active if
you’re driving your car …. Sometimes I’m afraid that our classes are going to [be]
like, people listening to the radio or watching tv with our classes instead of being
totally active and engaged.”6
Online classes may be convenient for students in terms of being able to protect their
physical health and allow them to participate in programs that are meant to improve their English
language skills, yet there is also a risk of classes changing into something that they were not
intended to be. To improve their English language skills, Riis clients need to actively engage with
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Riis staff interview: July 26, 2021.
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their teachers and classmates, but they are not able to do that if they treat the programming as a
pastime and not a daily activity.
Other challenges that students mentioned during interviews and surveys were issues of
changing work schedules and not being able to practice their English with classmates. In-person
classes offer students an opportunity to engage with other individuals who are at a similar level in
English proficiency and allow them to practice their English without fear of being ridiculed or
shamed because of their language skills. Student interviewees noted that online classes do not offer
the same opportunities for students to engage with one another in regular activities and may even
discourage students from interrupting classes to ask their teachers questions. Harry said that during
class time, “we don’t have any time to talk to classmates or chat. Just only during break rooms, we
talk about [the] assignment from the teacher only, [we] cannot talk [about] something else, cannot
share experiences.”7 Sandra, the student also previously quoted, echoed similar sentiments, stating
that:
“When classes were in person, I could interrupt my teacher and say, ‘I don’t
understand,’ but now I often stay quiet and just listen to the comments and
interactions between the teacher and my classmates… which clarifies things. I
cannot provide feedback in the same way because it’s not as fluid online as it is in
person.”8
While they can improve their English language skills independently and be part of a larger cohort,
Riis students still feel as though they are unable to engage with one another in meaningful ways
and that an important sense of community is lost.

7
8

Riis student interview: July 23, 2021.
Riis student interview: July 26, 2021.
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Importance of Tech Literacy
Tech literacy was a topic that came up among student and staff interviewees. Tech literacy refers
to the ability to engage with technology meaningfully (Top Hat 2021). For this case study, this
includes the use of videoconferencing software (such as Zoom), email, and cell phones. The Riis
employee Morgan noted that many clients had limited access to technology already and were not
used to using it to access classes and other support services remotely. There were individuals who
did not have access to internet at home, and many students did not have an email address for ESOL
staff to remain in contact with them during this period of online service delivery. To mitigate this,
staff began to reach out to clients to see what their access to technology was, the devices that they
were using to connect to class, and ability to participate in online classes. As a result of this, tech
literacy for students became part of the curriculum, and teachers began to incorporate access to
technology in their English lessons.
Some examples of curriculum changes included teaching students how to look up
information online, especially information related to resources such as food pantries or COVID
testing sites. Staff also assisted students in creating email accounts so they could receive
information about ESOL classes and other resources provided by Riis Settlement. By offering this
assistance, staff were able to increase student access to classes and equip them with technology
skills that they can use elsewhere in their life, including communication with schools or employers.
However, this benefit is only available for prospective and current students, which leaves out a
group of individuals who are unaware of these services and are thus unable to connect to classes
in any capacity.
Tech literacy among staff was another challenge that was resolved with time. Charlie, the
Riis employee quoted before, mentioned that at the beginning of the transition, teachers were at

31

different levels of technology literacy and were not accustomed to teaching online on Zoom. Riis
employee Morgan also highlighted that, “instructors struggled to use? the online platform either
because they had a hard time adapting to the technology or adapting their curriculum and materials
developed for in person to teach online,”9 noting that it was a difficult factor for them to deal with
during the initial transition. With time, the instructors began to adapt to teaching online and
received assistance from other staff within the ESOL program to learn more about the platforms
and adapting their curriculum to be fully online. They took advantage of the time off during the
summer to work on these skills and be prepared for the new academic year, which began in
September 2020.

Mixed Sentiments about Returning to In-Person Service Delivery
The COVID-19 pandemic has caused both students and staff to have mixed sentiments about how
the ESOL program at Riis Settlement should be delivered moving forward. At the beginning of
summer 2021, city officials announced that they would like to transition back to in-person service
delivery in September, and the funders of the ESOL program also stated that they would like inperson services to be offered in some capacity again. This is part of the effort to return to “life as
normal” before the pandemic, with services across the city being offered in person instead of
online. However, the rise of the new COVID variants, including the Delta variant, have left both
staff and students nervous and uncertain about changes to service delivery.
As a community-based organization, it is important for Riis staff to make their services
accessible and leave the door open for local community members who would like to inquire about
in-person services offered by the organization. Riis employee Morgan noted that the mission of
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Riis staff interview: August 13, 2021.
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the organization is to serve the larger community of western Queens, and that although they are
reaching individuals who do not live within the immediate vicinity, it is important for the
organization to reach those who are closest in geographic proximity10. She also agrees that inperson services should be available to lower-level English students, as they are able to learn more
and truly benefit from having classes in-person as opposed to online. Offering in-person services
would also allow the organization to reconnect with clients that were not able to participate in
online classes because of limited access to technology, larger issues with tech literacy, or changing
work schedules due to the instability of the pandemic. Staff do worry about the presence of the
Delta variant and ever-changing advice from their funders. Emmanuel, the Riis employee quoted
before, mentioned feeling nervous:
“If we were able to go fully online to fully in person, that would be great. We’re
trying to go from in person to online, and with the variant, at any moment cases are
going to go up and the mayor is going to say, ‘we’re going back to virtual classes,’
and then we’re going back to in-person classes, and maybe in a couple weeks the
cases go down and we go back to in-person classes. Because again, I thought we’d
be ready to go fully in person, but then the Delta variant is like, ‘no not yet.’”11
His colleague Charlie voiced concerns about offering services in person due to potential challenges
with social distancing. He said:
“In an ideal world, it’d all be in person but there’s so many factors, like social
distancing and are people going to wear masks in class? It can be hard to understand
each other if you’re learning a language in the first place and if you have a mask
over your face, then it’s going to be that much harder. Will we be able to adhere to
social distancing? You know, in the community center, the classrooms are really
small, and we can physically fit 20+ students in there in some of the classrooms
[pre-pandemic]. But if we think people need to be six feet apart, how many can we
fit? Like eight maybe? And then is that okay with our funders if we only have eight
students in each class?”12
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Riis staff interview, August 13, 2021
Riis staff interview: August 4, 2021.
12
Riis staff interview: July 26, 2021.
11
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Riis does not have the space to accommodate many students while also adhering to social
distancing guidelines. This is because the community center where classes are held are shared with
the other departments in the organization, which have programming that occurs at the same time
as the ESOL program. It would be difficult for Riis to have regularly scheduled ESOL classes with
the same capacity as before because there are new social distancing guidelines and vaccine
requirements to access in-person services. It has resulted in the offering of a hybrid model in the
meantime and will be adjusted as necessary while the situation with Delta unfolds.
From the student perspective, an overwhelming majority of students would like to continue
in online classes. Staff conducted their own surveys among their current clients and noted that 75%
of their respondents would like to continue with online services, which contrasts with the Survey
#2 responses that I received, shown in Table 5:
Table 5: Students’ Preferred Method of Learning, Survey #2
Preferred Method of Learning
In-person classes
Hybrid classes
Online classes
TOTAL

Total
8
19
22
49

Student opinions about class preference are mixed – 45% of the respondents from Survey
#2 are interested in online classes, and about 39% would like a hybrid model of classes, which is
reflective of the current plan in place for fall 2021 ESOL classes. However, the survey results
might have been similar if we were looking at students who were participating in in-person classes
and we asked those students if they were interested in continuing with in-person classes. Riis staff
conducted their own survey of students internally to evaluate their opinions about the return to inperson classes. Students cited fears of the new variant being one of their deterring factors from
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wanting to return to in-person classes, and over 75% would like to continue online classes. We
will have to wait and see how things play out with the pandemic.
Riis Settlement’s response to the coronavirus pandemic in terms of shifting their services
online and attempting to meet their clients where they are reflects the common practice of nonprofit
organizations stepping in during times of need. Like the organizations that were discussed in the
literature review, Riis Settlement developed a plan to transition their services and reach not only
their immediate community but expanded their reach to other parts of the city as well. Their
methods of communication with their clients does vary from other response methods in times of
crisis, in terms of having to conduct work remotely to ensure the health and safety of both staff
and clients. Because Riis has a close relationship with residents on the ground due to their presence
in the community, they were able to learn more about the issues that their clients were facing and
came up with a response that would best work for the community.

Conclusion
This capstone paper is a case study of a specific immigrant-serving nonprofit organization in
Queens, New York that has had to adapt to online service delivery because of the COVID-19
pandemic. This study provides a snapshot of Riis Settlement’s efforts to maintain continuous
programming from the beginning of the pandemic to the summer of 2021. Given the focus on one
organization and one service program (ESOL) within that organization, I cannot generalize the
data and findings in this research study to all immigrant-serving organizations. Different
immigrant-serving organizations, after all, vary in size (funding and staff), client characteristics,
programming, and staff involvement. The case of Riis Settlement shows that an immigrant-serving
nonprofit can step up and meet the needs of their immigrant clients, even if there are physical and

35

technological barriers that are set in place for reasons out of their control. Riis managed to adapt
to everchanging needs and has been able to meet clients where they are at, even when they are
unsure of what future programming will look like in an unstable environment created by COVID.
What I have learned from this case study is beneficial in creating practices or
recommendations for other immigrant-serving nonprofits, stakeholders, and scholars who are
seeking to assist organizations that operate during a major health crisis. First, it is important to
note that tech literacy can be a huge barrier for clients, staff, and nonprofit organizations in general.
Many immigrant-serving organizations have limited access to technology due to limited funding,
and students have limited technology proficiency due to language barriers, technology access, and
resource constraints. Incorporating technological literacy and providing funding for more
technology on student and staff ends would be beneficial in bridging the gap between those who
are able to access/provide services and those who are unable to participate because of limited
proficiency. Second, offering online service delivery allows organizations to meet clients where
they are at, and can increase their service reach beyond their regular clientele to other areas where
access to immigrant-serving organizations can be more limited, such as in the suburbs ringing
immigrant gateway cities like New York City. By reaching immigrants in these harder-to-reach
areas, they are ensuring access to services regardless of location and can expose newer immigrant
communities to the services available to assist them in their transition.
As immigrant-serving nonprofits continue to assist immigrant communities during this
time, it is important to identify best practices that will help improve online service delivery and
maintain connections with immigrant clients. The work that Riis Settlement ESOL staff have done
to ensure that immigrant communities are still able to participate in online programming despite
limited technology literacy or access is important. There is also a lack of literature exploring how
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the COVID-19 pandemic has affected immigrant-serving nonprofit operations. Future literature
and research should continue to focus on the effects of the pandemic on both nonprofit
organizations and their clients to see what best practices have been set in place because of the
pandemic and evaluate how organizations have adapted to meet their own needs and those of their
clients. This should also include how funders influence the operations of organizations, and how
that in turn affects clientele of the organization. It would also be helpful to include more
information on how the pandemic has affected other immigrant-oriented programming, such as
case management services or immigration legal services. This would allow us to compare the
differences of COVID-19’s impact on different service areas within immigrant-serving nonprofits
and would help other nonprofit organizations adapt their programming as necessary.
I expect that there may be differences across program areas due to funding, contractual
requirements, relationship to city government and clientele. Economic class, legal status, and race
are factors that need to be considered when looking at the clientele of other program areas. Other
program areas also offer different services that may intersect and affect other parts of immigrant
lives, including health, employment, financial wellbeing, and legal status. If we were to look at the
changes in programming across these different areas, there would be changes that are specific to
some program areas but not others, such as methods of remote work, ability to reach clientele, and
clients’ use of different program areas. By studying these differences, we can begin to draw a full
picture of the effects of the pandemic on immigrant-serving nonprofits programming in different
areas.
Organizations should keep track of their clientele and ensure that they are preserving their
relationship with local communities even though services are being offered remotely.
Relationships with local community members are important because they maintain trust and can
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share information about the organizational services offered within their networks. This maintains
a demand for their services and can offer opportunities for new relationships and partnerships with
other organizations. Immigrant-serving organizations like Riis Settlement should continue with
their service delivery in the meantime until the global situation gets better. Even though there are
many people getting vaccinated, there have been breakthrough cases and the rise of new COVID
variants, which threaten the health and safety of both staff and clients. Their work will continue to
be meaningful and productive, even if it is offered remotely. Organizations can take what they
have learned during this timeframe and incorporate it into their future programming, which
includes hybrid models of service. Since they have proved they are able to reach immigrant
communities even in the worst of times, they are able to maintain those relationships throughout
any circumstance.
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Appendix A: Student Survey #2 Questions
The survey instrument was available in both English and Spanish.
1. Student consent form – Do you agree to be part of this research study?
2. How old are you?
3. What is your gender?
a. Male
b. Female
c. Non-binary
d. Prefer not to say
4. What country were you born in?
5. What zip code do you live in right now?
6. Are you working right now?
a. Yes, full time
b. Yes, part time
c. No, but I will go back to work soon
d. No
7. Do you have any children, grandchildren, nieces and nephews or other minors under your
care?
a. Yes
b. No
8. Are you caring for any other people (parents, grandparents, or other family members)?
a. Yes
b. No
9. When did you first start taking English classes at Riis Settlement (month and year?)?
10. Do you have access to a device for remote learning? Select all that you use - Selected
Choice
a. Cell phone
b. Tablet
c. Laptop
d. Other
11. What have you liked about online English classes?
a. Being able to take classes at home
b. Works with my work schedule
c. Can take care of children while I take class
d. Other (please write in)
12. What has been challenging about online classes?
a. Technology issues
b. Not being able to practice English with others
c. My work schedule changes so I can’t attend class
d. Other (please write in)
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13. What is your preferred method of learning?
a. In-person classes
b. Online classes
c. Mixed: online and in-person classes
14. Do you feel like your English is improving?
a. Yes, it has improved a lot
b. Yes, it has improved a little
c. Neutral – it’s the same
d. No, it has not improved
15. Since starting English classes, do you think it is easy to get help from the other programs
at Riis Settlement? These include immigration legal services, case management and
tutoring.
a. Yes, it’s easy to get help
b. Sometimes it’s difficult to get help
c. Does not apply, I don’t need these services
16. As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, have things changed a t home ?Did you lose your
job? Did you or any family members get sick with COVID?
17. Would you like more information on the following resources?
a. Financial resources
b. Food pantry information
c. Job training information
d. Medical and healthcare resources
e. Housing information
f. Childcare
g. Mental health resources
h. COVID Vaccine information
18. Would you like more information on immigration legal services for you, your family, or
your friends?
a. Yes
b. Maybe
c. No
19. Would you like more information on case management services for you, your family, or
friends?
a. Yes
b. Maybe
c. No
20. Have you contacted Riis Settlement for other services not mentioned above?
a. Yes
b. No, but interested in something else
c. No, does not apply
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Appendix B: Student Interview Questions
Two interviews were conducted in English and one in Spanish.
Demographics
1. What is your age?
2. What is your gender?
3. Where were you born?
4. What zip code are you currently living in?
5. Do you have any children or other minors under your care?
6. Are you caring for any other family members at this time (parents, grandparents, or other
family members?)?
7. Have you or anyone in your immediate family been sick with COVID?
8. Have you received the COVID vaccine?
Service Questions
1. How long have you been a participant of Riis Settlement’s English program?
2. How did you learn about the English program at Riis Settlement?
a. Did you learn about it through a friend or school?
3. What device do you use for remote learning? How has that been working out for you? What
has worked well and what has not worked well? Can you provide some examples?
4. When did you start taking online classes at Riis Settlement?
5. How has the pandemic affected your ability to participate in online classes?
6. What have you liked about taking online classes at Riis during the pandemic? Why do you
say so?
7. What have you liked less about taking online classes at Riis during the pandemic? Why do
you say so?
8. Do you like having online classes or would you prefer in-person classes with your
classmates and teacher? Why do you say so?
9. If you could change anything about online classes, what would it be?
a. Would it be the content?
b. Class times or levels?
c. Something else?
10. How has the transition to online classes affected your ability to get help from your teachers
or staff in the English program? Can you provide some specific examples to illustrate?
11. How has the transition to online service delivery affected your ability to get help from the
other programs at Riis settlement? Is it easier or harder to get connected with the other
programs?
12. In your opinion, has your English improved more learning alone at home compared to
learning in-person at the Center? Have you been able to use what you’re learning in your
everyday life?
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13. Now switching gears, a little, can you tell me about how the COVID-19 pandemic has
affected other aspects of your life?
a. How has COVID affected your job?
b. How has COVID affected your health, both mental and physical?
c. How has COVID affected your social life?
d. How has COVID affected your family overall?
14. Have any of your service needs changed as a result of the pandemic?
a. What do you need help with that you didn’t need help with before the pandemic?
b. What can staff at Riis do to help you with this?
c. How can your teachers help you with this?
15. Is there anything else that you would like to discuss that was not mentioned in the
interview?
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Appendix C: Staff Interview Questions
All staff interviews were conducted in English.
Introduction
1. Can you state your name and your position at Riis Settlement?
2. How long have you been working at Riis Settlement?
3. Can you provide a brief description of what your work entails on a day-to-day basis?
a. What are some key daily activities that your work entails?
Pandemic Transition
1. COVID-19 has brought about important changes in how Riis Settlement offers its classes
and services. Can you tell me what was your role in helping the organization to transition
from in-person classes to online classes during the pandemic?
2. Cn you describe what the initial transition was like?
a. What are some examples of work that had to be done?
b. What were some challenges that you or the program faced initially in this transition
to online classes?
3. How have those challenges been resolved?
a. Which challenges remain, and why?
b. Are the challenges mostly administrative issues on the organization’s end or are
they issues that students face on their end: internet issues, family responsibilities,
etc.?
4. What went well during this transition from in-person to online classes?
a. Can you provide some examples to illustrate from your own work?
b. What didn’t work? Do you have any idea of how these issues might be resolved?
5. During this pandemic, what have been the most prominent needs/services that students
request?
6. How has the pandemic affected student retention in the organization’s program?
a. How has this perhaps varied across programs?
b. What has made student retention perhaps easier or challenging during the pandemic
for some programs but not others? Why?
7. How have your methods to reach out to students/clients changed since the transition into
online classes? Has student interest in ESOL programs, legal services and case
management increased or decreased during the pandemic as compared to before?
a. Is there increased need in specific parts of Riis programming?
Reopening the City
1. When the pandemic is completely over, do you think that Riis Settlement should continue
to offer online classes and service delivery, or do you prefer to return to mostly in-person
classes and service delivery? Why?
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2.

3.
4.
5.

a. Have you received any feedback from participants about the transition back? Is
there a common agreement that classes should stay remote or are there folks who
are interested in going back to in-person learning?
How would you feel about the transition back into in-person services?
a. Are you completely comfortable with remote work, or would it be easier to go back
in person?
Do you feel that you’re receiving enough support from your fellow staff members?
In your opinion, what are some things that the immigrant services department or Riis
Settlement can do to better support your work during this time?
Is there anything else that you would like to discuss that was not mentioned during the
interview?
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